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Learning to Be Looked At: The Portrait of
[The Artist as a] Young Woman in
Agnès Merlet’s Artemisia
Sheila ffolliott
George Mason University

MERLET’S 1997 FILM Artemisia1 opens with a full-screen,
tight close-up of an eye, under a sepia veiling effect that prevents its
appearing overly clinical.2 The image provides an effective introduction to issues this film about a seventeenth-century woman-artist
explores.3 We might expect a film about a visual artist to concern that person’s eye. We also expect film, itself a visual medium, to fascinate the eye
of the spectator. But rather than simply confirm such expectations, this
filmic eye unsettles. First, because of the extremity of the close-up, we see
only part of the eye. Then, although it stares directly and fixedly forward,
the eye blinks, and the pupil dilates and contracts, reacting to light.
Finally, the camera itself is seldom still, adding to the nervousness the
image and the somewhat frenzied sound track generate.
Are we then to read this eye (staring directly forward) as that of the
surveying looker, by which I mean—in the sixteenth-century sense—the
viewer, the active agent (the “one who looks”) choosing and controlling
what is seen?4 Or are we rather to see it (blinking, moving, and agitated)
as the eye of the lookee, someone aware of being looked at or with the
potential for being examined? While it flies in the face of conventional

A
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1I am neither a scholar of Artemisia Gentileschi nor of the cinema; thus I am particularly indebted for advice on this article and for the kindness of colleagues. I would like to
thank in particular Peter Brunette, Elizabeth Cohen, Diane Dillon, Claire Farago, Ann ffolliott, Mary D. Garrard, Alison Landsberg, Peter Lukehart, Michele Strah, Ellen Todd, Georgianna Ziegler, and the editors of this gathering.
2After her cataract surgery (perhaps motivated by reasons of malpractice protection),
my mother received a video of the procedure. It provides a graphic recording of the fiveminute operation, a tight close-up of an eye staring directly forward.
3In one of the more thoughtful reviews of the film, John C. Tibbetts, “Artemisia,” Film
& History (June 1998) and H-Net Reviews, also noticed the significance of the eye close-up,
calling it “a perfect précis for the entire film.” We disagree, however, on how the eye
emblematizes what goes on in the film.
4I suggest here a parallel with constructions like employer and employee. The usage of
looker denoting viewer can be found in the OED, 1556, J. Heywood, Spider & Flie xcii, 181.
The OED also provides a sixteenth-century meaning for looker as “onlooker,” “one who
merely looks on, without taking part” (1539 Taverner, Erasm. Prov. [1552] 22).
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notions of the artist’s eye, such an eye serves, in fact, as an effective
emblem for the story of a woman artist in early modern Europe. For all
women, following the strictures of the honor culture that obtained, were
under constant scrutiny: their behavior monitored and apt to be criticized.5 My use of the word looker to denote someone who looks will, in
fact, seem archaic. By the end of the nineteenth century, “viewer” had
replaced the earlier usage of looker, while “looker” now meant “A person,
usually a woman, of particularly pleasing appearance.”6 The active agent
has become just the opposite: a beautiful woman worthy of being looked
at. This film, despite the filmmaker’s assertions that she articulated the
“inner struggle of an artistic voice,” in fact, does the same thing, ultimately relegating her artist protagonist (the looker) to the more usual
female position as the object of someone else’s gaze (the looker).
***
Over the past decade early modern culture has come to the silver screen
with a spate of productions of Shakespearean plays,7 the Oscar-winning
Shakespeare in Love (1998),8 and a recent efflorescence of films centering
upon early modern women: Queen Margot (1994),9 Dangerous Beauty
(1998),10 Elizabeth (1999),11 and Artemisia (1997).12 At the time of its
1998 United States premiere, this last film, ostensibly about seventeenthcentury Italian painter Artemisia Gentileschi, garnered a great deal of
comment, not only in the press, but also in more informal venues. A handout, “Now that you’ve seen the film, meet the real Artemisia Gentileschi,”
prepared by art historian and Artemisia Gentileschi scholar Mary D. Garrard and feminist Gloria Steinem, was distributed at theaters and disseminated on listserves. Adrienne DeAngelis started (and maintains) a web site
5Paolo Berdini, “Women under the Gaze: A Renaissance Genealogy,” Art History 21
(1998): 576, “To be under the gaze is for woman the consequence of the Fall, a form of punishment for that act of transgression.”
6OED, 1893, S. Crane, Maggie, v. 41. The OED also quotes the Washington Post, 5 January 1973, “Sandra Archer, who plays the heroine from the Peace Corps, is such a looker
that she can’t help but make the Quest for Revolutionary Consciousness appear hopelessly
glamorized.” Such a statement further demonstrates the representational difficulties engendered by a beautiful woman in a position of authority.
7The Internet Movie Database (IMDb) lists 60 film and television productions of
Shakespeare plays since 1990.
8Directed by John Madden, screenplay by Marc Norman and Tom Stoppard.
9Directed by Patrice Chéreau, based upon the novel by Alexandre Dumas père.
10Directed by Marshall Herskovitz, freely adapted from Margaret Rosenthal’s book The
Honest Courtesan: Veronica Franco, citizen and writer in sixteenth-century Venice (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1992).
11Directed by Shekhar Kapur, screenplay by Michael Hirst; nominated for Best Picture
and other Academy Awards.
12Artemisia was nominated for four awards, the Golden Hugo, Best Film, Chicago
International Film Festival; the César, Best Cinematography and Best Costume Design;
Golden Globe: Best Foreign Language Film.
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on the film, with links to reviews and related material (http://darkwing.uoregon.edu/~acd/site3/Artemisia.html), as does Tika Yupanqui
(http://www.ancientsites.com/~tika_yupanqui/artemisia/movie/htm).
Reviews appeared in the film press, and Garrard published a further comment in Art in America.13 Additionally, the Internet Movie Database
(IMDb) facilitated the popular democracy of the web, by providing a
forum for self-generated reviews and comment and even a vote.14
Those commentators critical of the film have correctly pointed out
serious problems in the trite, simplistic portrait of a female artist that Artemisia presents. Many focused on the historical inaccuracy of the portrayal,
justifiably calling into question director and screenwriter Agnès Merlet’s
interpretation of Artemisia Gentileschi’s life. Merlet, a 1982 graduate of
the prestigious École Nationale des Beaux-Arts in Paris, said that she was
inspired to make this film after seeing Artemisia Gentileschi’s painting of
Judith Slaying Holofernes (presumably the Florence, Uffizi version, ca.
1620, because it figures in the film) in class and, replicating an experience
common to many students of art history, feeling stunned to learn that a
woman had painted this forceful and accomplished work.15
In this essay I begin with a brief reference to the plot-based criticism
of the film and then turn to comment on the cinematography, which, I
argue—by drawing upon standard representations of women in sixteenthand seventeenth-century works of art—contributes substantially to the
problematic portrayal of this woman artist. On almost every occasion
when Artemisia is shown making art, the camera work undermines her
artistic authority and invariably relegates her to the more usual female
position of the model.
***
Artemisia Gentileschi (1593–1652/53) was the first of four children born
in Rome to Tuscan painter Orazio Gentileschi and Prudentia Montone.16
Her mother died when Artemisia was twelve, and Orazio did not remarry.
In terms of early modern European society, this created a practical problem (irrespective of any culturally appropriate sense of loss that father or
children may have felt, about which we can only speculate). In the honor
13Mary D. Garrard, “Artemisia’s Trial by Cinema,” Art in America 86 (1998): 65–69.
14The Internet Movie Database (IMDb) recorded a total of 158 votes, generating an

average response of 7.2 out of 10 (or a C-).
15Merlet also has a diploma from the French film school IDHEC in 1986. She has
received various awards for her earlier films.
16Biographical details about Artemisia’s life can be found in Elizabeth Cropper, “Gentileschi, Artemsia” in Dictionary of Women Artists, ed. Delia Gaze (London and Chicago:
Fitzroy Dearborn Publishers, 1997), 1:575–80; Mary D. Garrard, Artemisia Gentileschi: The
Image of the Female Hero in Baroque Painting (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1989),
and R. Ward Bissell, Artemisia Gentileschi and the Authority of Art (University Park, Penn.:
Penn State University Press, 1999). Gentileschi had three younger brothers.
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culture that obtained, an unprotected girl’s chastity—the prime measure
of a woman’s virtue—was invariably suspect and, therefore, needed shielding. While her father, a painter in oils, worked in his studio at home, all
was well. Artemisia was protected and, like other early modern women
who showed artistic promise, learned about art from her father.17 When
Artemisia was about 18, however, Orazio received a prestigious commission to undertake frescoes at the Quirinal palace (a papal residence). This
medium required painting on location, which would, of necessity, take
him away from the house. Orazio, therefore, needed to provide for Artemisia’s “protection” so, in 1611, he seemingly arranged for a woman
called Tuzia, who was their neighbor, to move in with the family and chaperone his daughter.18 Shortly thereafter, Agostino Tassi, her father’s coworker in the fresco project, raped the young painter in her house. Elizabeth Cohen, who has drawn from the archival evidence of trials before the
papal magistrates to illuminate the world of women in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Rome, has recently set this event into its historical context.19 As she demonstrates, seventeenth-century law did not consider
rape a crime of violence against an individual, nor were its potentially traumatic effects on the victim understood in such terms.20 Rather rape was a
matter of honor: the rape of a virgin, in particular, compromising the
woman and her family. Tassi was brought to trial and jailed, but only as the
result of a suit put forward by Orazio about a year later. The trial transcripts record the sometimes conflicting testimony of Artemisia, Tassi, and
several witnesses.21 Artemisia claimed that, scheming with Tuzia, Tassi
took her by force and she fought back with a knife.
After the rape, however, Artemisia continued to have sex with Tassi
because, she said, he promised to marry her, and that would have reinstated her honor in the public eye. Orazio too probably hoped for this
“solution.” But Tassi had not revealed that he was already married. At the
trial he admitted no wrongdoing and, in fact—to diminish the effects of
his action—claimed that Artemisia wasn’t a virgin. Witnesses supported
17Young boys whose fathers were not artists received their training by being sent away
from home as apprentices to established masters. Sofonisba Anguissola’s father was not a
painter but he arranged for her to receive instruction.
18Cropper, “Gentileschi, Artemisia,” 576.
19I would like to thank Elizabeth Cohen for generously sharing with me her profound
knowledge of the Roman court system. For a contextual analysis of rape in seventeenth-century Roman law, see her “The Trials of Artemisia Gentileschi: A Rape as History,” The Sixteenth Century Journal 31(2000): 47–76. She argues that there are only two occasions when
cases of rape receive adjudication: stupro (forcible defloration of a virgin) and adultery. For
more on Roman trials generally see Thomas and Elizabeth Cohen, Words and Deeds in
Renaissance Rome: Trials before the Papal Magistrates (Toronto and Buffalo: University of
Toronto Press, 1993).
20Cohen, “Trials,” 59–60. The trial began in March 1612 and lasted for seven months.
21Cohen, “Trials,” discusses the identities witnesses sought to create by such testimony
in the arena of the court.
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both positions. Instead of delving into this complexity, however, Merlet
took the easy way out. Jurisprudence employed torture to test the veracity
of testimony when “he said/she said” versions remained at odds. In
Tassi’s trial Artemisia was tortured, not he, and she did not recant. In the
film, however, Merlet contrived a scene in which Tassi watches Artemisia’s
torture and then, because he can’t stand his “love object’s” suffering, confesses. Her torture enables him to play the hero, rather than—in conformity with Roman legal theory—confirm that she spoke the truth.22 Tassi
was jailed and, thanks to new evidence unearthed and analyzed by Alexandra LaPierre and Patrizia Cavazzini, we now know that he was sentenced
to five years’ exile, but evaded punishment, thanks to his powerful
patrons.23
Artemisia did eventually marry (not Tassi), had four children, then
separated from her husband, and lived and worked in Florence, Rome,
Naples, and in England.24 She achieved professional recognition on a par
with her male peers, having been appointed a member of the Florentine
artistic academy, the Accademia del Disegno, in 1616, and having executed
work for, among other patrons, the grand dukes of Tuscany (as did Pietro
da Cortona), Queen Henrietta Maria of England (as did van Dyck), and
Don Antonio Ruffo of Messina, Sicily (as did Rembrandt).25 The number
of works currently attributed to her hovers at around fifty.
Director Merlet, who also wrote the screenplay in collaboration with
Christine Miller and Patrick Amos, chose to focus on the period around
1610–12, when Artemisia painted her earliest works and when she was
raped.26 This conforms to the pattern of the other recent films about early
modern women. Dangerous Beauty, Elizabeth, Queen Margot, and Artemisia all focus on their protagonists’ youth and sexuality. As others have
pointed out, what documentary evidence we have about the life of Artemisia Gentileschi relates overwhelmingly to the rape trial. It remains a
matter of debate how much this experience, as it has been interpreted,

22I’d like to thank Mary Garrard for her insights regarding this matter.
23Alexandra LaPierre, Artemisia: Un duel pour l’immortalité (Paris, 1998), and Patrizia

Cavazzini, Palazzo Lancelotti ai Coronari (Rome: Istituto Poligrafico e Zecca dello Stato,
1998), 175–76, cited by Elizabeth Cohen, “Trials,” 49.
24A marriage was arranged for her to Pietro Antonio di Vincenzo Stiattesi, 29 November 1612.
25Bissell, Artemisia Gentileschi, further characterizes her career and patronage. Artemisia also worked for Michelangelo Buonarroti the Younger, she was promoted by Cassiano del
Pozzo, and she sold work to the duke of Alcalá, to the “sister of the king of Spain (1630),”
to Charles Lorraine, duke of Guise, to Cardinal Antonio Barberini, to Francesco I d’Este and
for the king of Spain for the Buen Retiro.
26The Miramax credits list provides the following, “Original screenplay by Agnès Merlet, with the collaboration of Christine Miller; Adaptation and Dialogue, Agnès Merlet and
Patrick Amos.”
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affected her artistic production at the time and for the rest of her life.27
The film’s plot, significantly, links her emergence as an artist to what
Merlet recasts as her sexual awakening, calling it “A Double Initiation:
The Art of Painting and the Art of Loving.”28 Merlet portrays Agostino
unequivocally as her teacher/lover.29
To provide a narrative framework to link the documented vestiges of
the painter’s life, Merlet, “in fleshing out [sic] Artemisia’s character,”
looked rather to literary heroines.30 “I saw from the beginning that she
was a great romantic heroine,” Merlet said. “She reminded me of a character that the Brontës might have created or Thomas Hardy. Her destiny
is to learn about passion in a painful way.”31 Merlet, thus, projected the
plot of a nineteenth-century heroine of romantic novels—that is, willful
girl escapes the clutches of her father to follow her creative destiny; tragic
lover helps her gain her “freedom,” but they cannot marry—onto that of
a seventeenth-century woman/artist. The film, moreover, verges on the
full-blown grand opera of the nineteenth century. Aided by the Verdian
strings of the overture, the plot resembles an admixture of Rigoletto and
Tosca.32 Such an anachronistic conceptualization begs all sorts of questions: primarily, why impose such fictional models when we have historical
evidence about Artemisia herself and about the social milieu in which she
lived and worked?
Merlet’s acknowledged historical sources include Eva Menzio, who
transcribed many of the trial documents, and Germaine Greer’s study of
women artists across time, The Obstacle Race.33 Greer’s characterization
certainly contributes to the romantic narrative. On the set, moreover,
Merlet must have engendered a climate of ignoring history for myth, for
the actress who played Artemisia, Valentina Cervi, when interviewed,
attested to having read about her character, but then having largely dismissed such research in favor of what she claims as a direct artist-to-artist
27Cohen, “Trials,” argues that too many presentist interpretations of rape have affected
the interpretation of Artemisia’s paintings.
28“Production Notes” from publicity packet distributed by Miramax-Zoë, unpaginated.
29Antonietta dell’Agli, “Tassi [Buonamici], Agostino,” The Dictionary of Art, ed. Jane
Shoaf Turner (New York: Grove’s Dictionaries, 1996), 30:355–56.
30“Production Notes” from publicity packet distributed by Miramax-Zoë, in section
“A Double Initiation,” unpaginated.
31“Production Notes” from publicity packet distributed by Miramax-Zoë, in section
“Artemisia Meets Modern Times,” unpaginated.
32Rigoletto in that it involves a widower concerned for his daughter Gilda’s honor;
Tosca in that Artemisia behaves like the character who would sing “Vissi d’Arte” more than
the more modest Gilda. Krishna Levy composed the score for Artemisia.
33Germaine Greer, “The Magnificent Exception,” in The Obstacle Race: The Fortunes of
Women Painters and Their Work (New York: Farrar, Straus, Giroux, 1979), 189–207. Eva
Menzio, ed., Artemisia Gentileschi/Agostino Tassi: Atti di un processo per stupro (Milan: Edizioni delle Donne, 1981).
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intuition (completely ignoring what mediates such experience for her):
“Books merely tell us what others think of her [Artemisia], but in her
paintings I could feel her emotions, how she would react in each
moment.”34 Such naive essentialist claims have produced a film that clings
to a decontextualized myth of the “artist” as someone [male] driven by a
post-Romantic understanding of sex and passion.
Granted it is difficult to make a story about a woman-artist simply by
grafting a female protagonist onto the male master plot of the artist’s
life.35 The Italian artist and historian Giorgio Vasari perfected the story
line of the Renaissance artist’s life in his collection of biographies of individual artists published in 1550 and 1568. These Lives (biographies of
heroized individuals) draw their plot structure from several literary genres,
including epic.36 Although there are variations, in this enduring masternarrative of art history it is the artist’s singular genius that eventually propels him to surpass his master. This master plot/plot of mastery (adopted
as well by those writers succeeding Vasari who wrote on seventeenth-century artists) is still alive and well and informing the practice of art history.37 In fact the rivalry model was not limited to the master-pupil
relationship; it was the governing metaphor of art in the early modern
period, based upon the paragone (comparison), that was played out in several categories of relationship: between pupil and master, between artists,
between art forms (for example painting and poetry), and ultimately
between art and nature.
As Fredrika Jacobs makes clear, Vasari and his contemporaries
employed different, distinctly female models to describe and evaluate
women artists and art by women: models like the procreative one (“If
women know so well how to make living men, what marvel is it that those
34“Production Notes” from publicity packet distributed by Miramax-Zoë, in section
“Casting Artemisia,” unpaginated.
35The locus classicus of this argument can be found in Linda Nochlin’s pioneering,
“Why have there been no great women artists?” Art news 69 (1970–71): 22–45 and 62–71.
Ward Bissell in his otherwise admirable recent work on Artemisia stated that his approach to
her was tempered from his desire not to engage in feminist work but rather to situate her
simply as an artist. What he chooses to ignore with such a claim is the gendering of the very
term artist. It is impossible to study Artemisia Gentileschi simply as an “artist,” as if that term
were ever gender neutral.
36See Patricia Rubin, “What Men Saw: Vasari’s Life of Leonardo da Vinci and the
Image of the Renaissance Artist,” Art History 13(1990): 34–46, and Corine Schleif, “The
Roles of Women in Challenging the Canon of ‘Great Master’ Art History,” in Attending to
Early Modern Women, ed. Susan D. Amussen and Adele Seeff (Newark, Delaware: The University of Delaware Press, 1998), 74–92. For insights on Vasari, thanks also to Leonard
Barkan and the1993 Folger Institute seminar he directed, “The Language and History of the
Arts: Vasari and his Tradition.”
37Most introductory art history survey books (e.g. Janson) retain a Vasarian structure.
So does Frederick Hartt’s History of Italian Renaissance Art. See also Sheila folliott, “Putting Women into the Picture: Gender and Art History in the Classroom,” in Attending to
Early Modern Women, 278–96.
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who wish are also so well able to make them in painting?”) that, ironically,
keep women out of the male-only master-pupil genealogy.38 Merlet’s plot
situates Artemisia between two male artist-rivals, her father-teacher and
her rapist-teacher. There are times in the film when the young Artemisia
makes claims that she will surpass her teachers, but in terms of the action,
she rather leaves the authority of one male teacher for that of another.
Even when it is clear at the end of the film that she and Tassi cannot marry,
and Artemisia tells her father that the rape experience has hardened her
and prepared her for the realities of life, she still hears Tassi’s voice when
she begins to try to paint.
Now I shall turn to an analysis of the way in which the cinema itself
works to present this woman-artist as the subject of an artwork, rather
than its maker. While others have concentrated their critiques on the
script, I shall argue here that the camera work, by Benoît Delhomme, further plots Artemisia into stereotype. A publicity photograph distributed by
Miramax and captioned “Director Agnès Merlet on location for Artemisia” shows her at work, looking out at and holding up her hands to place
within a frame, the object of her gaze, in this case congruent with the
viewer (fig. 1). On her right is, presumably, the [unidentified] cinematog-

Figure 1. Director Agnès Merlet on location for Artemisia.
Photo: Umberto Montiroli. Miramax-Zoë.

rapher Benoît Delhomme, looking out from behind his camera, in an
arrangement reminiscent of self-portraits like that of Velázquez in Las
Meninas, where he stands beside his easel and looks out at the viewer, who
is simultaneously in the position of his subject.
38Fredrika H. Jacobs, Defining the Renaissance Virtuosa: Women Artists and the Language of Art History and Criticism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), especially chapter 3, “(Pro)creativity,” 27–63. In sixteenth-century thought, drawing from
antiquity, in procreation men provided the form and women merely the matter. Frances Borzello, Seeing Ourselves: Women’s Self-Portraits (New York: Henry N. Abrahms, Inc., 1998),
28, refers to this same passage.
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As the director/screenwriter confirms her having drawn inspiration
from nineteenth-century literature, the cinematographer acknowledges as
well his inspiration from works of art. Delhomme, primitivist painter and
cinematographer as well of The Winslow Boy (1999) and other films, was
quoted recently as saying that he looked at art to gain insight into the
worlds he portrays.39 The look of The Winslow Boy is informed, he says,
from a study of works of John Singer Sargent. Other cinematographers
have consciously or unconsciously, admittedly or not, done the same thing
for films set in the early modern era. Scenes from The Return of Martin
Guerre, for example, resonate with overtones from depictions of French
peasants by the brothers LeNain and other images gleaned from sixteenthand seventeenth-century painters, and Eric Rohmer’s Marquise d’O is
filled with references to Greuze and other eighteenth-century painters.40
Delhomme admits, in the case of Artemisia, to having been inspired by the
work of Caravaggio, as was Artemisia Gentileschi herself. He must also
have looked closely at portraits by artists like Dürer, who would create tiny
highlights on the eyes of his subjects indicating the reflection of specific
objects, like a window.41 In the eye scene at the beginning of Artemisia,
in fact, we see candles reflected on that eye’s surface.
While useful in creating an atmosphere suggestive of the early seventeenth century (because this is how it seems to us) what other effects does
drawing inspiration from sixteenth- or seventeenth-century paintings have
on this portrayal of the life of Artemisia Gentileschi? This is not the space
to rehearse the entire history of debate about the theory of the “gaze,”
but I refer to it here in order to consider the problem of representing a
woman artist when employing models from seventeenth-century painting,
which embody the “male gaze.”42 In a recent consideration of the implications of this notion for Renaissance art, Paolo Berdini argued that “As
man is the subject of the look, woman is the object of the gaze, two complementary positions that constitute identity in the field of vision.”43 Such
a formation has implications not just for gender, but also sets these up as
opposing positions that one person cannot simultaneously occupy, even
though, twenty-five years after the appearance of Laura Mulvey’s “Visual
Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,” highly influential in defining representa39Laura Winters, “A Risk-Taking Perfectionist behind the Camera,” New York Times (5
December 1999): 36. Delhomme’s credits also include The Scent of Green Papaya, Un Air de
Famille, When the Cat’s Away, The Loss of Sexual Innocence, and the recent Miss Julie.
40 Another web site, Craig Eliason’s “Art History Goes to the Movies,” http://
www.rci.rutgers.edu/~eliason/ahgttm.htm, chronicles such things.
41Dürer’s Self-Portrait as Christ (Munich: Alte Pinakotek) and his portrait of Hieronymous Holzschner (Berlin: Staatliche Museum) both display this quality.
42Paolo Berdini, “Women under the Gaze: A Renaissance Genealogy,” Art History
21(1998): 565–90.
43Berdini, “Women under the Gaze,” 566.
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tion in terms of the presumably male-gendered gaze, we acknowledge
more fluid relationships with what we see.44 Rather than assume an essential male gaze, postmodern notions of subjectivity present different opportunities for spectators to project and identify with what is seen. In other
words, in a particular situation, spectators of either sex may assume male
or female subject positions.
Whoever is responsible for the vision inherent in this film (and I do
not want to speculate on intentionality or the respective gender expectations of a female director and a male cinematographer), there are moments
in Artemisia in which the viewer sees and identifies with Artemisia Gentileschi as the owner of the artist’s sovereign gaze, such as when we see her
standing erect as she sizes up a young, awkwardly naked man, posing for
her sketch (fig. 2). More often, however, at the very moment when she is
shown practicing her art (when she generates the gaze), the film all too
quickly moves to reposition Artemisia as the object of someone else’s
gaze. Gaze theory, as originally articulated, is, therefore, doubly germane
to an analysis of this film with its acknowledged use of seventeenth-century paintings as inspiration for the look.45 I shall consider two particular
cases: both center on artistic practice.
Practically at the start of the film (before the main title), we see the
young Artemisia drawing herself.46 She does this in secret to escape the
prying glances of the authorities in an invented convent school.47 Such a
setting for the young Artemisia Gentileschi is consistent with Merlet’s
vision of her as a Jane Eyre–like romantic heroine. Merlet stages Artemisia’s self-study as a stolen moment (but, significantly, with the audience let
in as voyeurs), a bit of private rebellion away from those who would discourage her incipient artistic interest, manifest in her (improper) interest
in the body. The scene begins with her on her bed wearing (and partially
removing) her chemise. She takes a small oval mirror and moves it and
herself around to examine (and display to the viewer) various parts of her
body—shoulder, chest, and leg—with the aid of a candle. She then sets the
mirror against a pillow and draws herself.
The mirror, of course, is emblematic of the artist’s mimetic practice,
but it was also practical and many artists (e.g. Alberti and Leonardo) advo44Laura Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” (originally in Screen, 1975) in
Visual and Other Pleasures (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1989),
14–26.
45Much of this discussion is informed by the excellent synthetic article by Margaret
Olin, “Gaze” in Critical Terms for Art History, ed. Robert S. Nelson and Richard Shiff (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1996), 208–19.
46Miramax provided no still for this scene.
47Cropper, “Gentileschi, Artemisia,” 576, mentions Orazio’s “proposal that she [Artemisia] become a nun.” This would have obviated the problem of dealing with a motherless
daughter.
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Figure 2. Valentina Cervi in Agnès Merlet’s Artemisia. Photo:
Umberto Montiroli. Miramax-Zöe.

cated its use for a variety of purposes. The mirror served in particular for
depicting oneself, whether for studies or finished self-portraits.48 We have
no evidence that Artemisia drew herself at all; but if she had, she would
not have been the only artist to do so.49 At its most basic, the practice of
drawing oneself provided an economical and expedient way to study the
body (knowledge of the male body was considered fundamental to artistic
practice) and probably many artists did it. The sixteenth-century German
artist Albrecht Dürer made several drawings of himself and acknowledged

48Heinrich

Schwarz, “Schiele, Dürer, and the Mirror,” The Art Quarterly 30 (1967):

217.
49Bellori, a seventeenth-century art critic, wrote of Caravaggio that he was too poor to
hire models so that he drew himself. See also Borzello, Seeing Ourselves, 26, about artists’
depicting themselves.
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the use of a mirror.50 He inscribed one portrait drawing: “This I fashioned
after myself out of a mirror in the year 1484 when I was still a child.”51
Later, in 1513, as a more developed artist, he drew his own left hand, then
analyzed its dimensions, and used the result in his systematic studies of
proportions.52 In fact there are no extant drawings by Artemisia or her
father.53 Somewhat ironically, therefore, in 1625 another artist, Pierre
Dumonstier le Neveu, portrayed Artemisia’s frilly-cuffed raised right hand
(London, British Museum) wielding a paintbrush and inscribed the drawing with fulsome praise, not of the beauty of her hand itself, but rather of
the beauty that it could render.54
The more highly finished self-portrait often employed the fiction of
the artist looking in the mirror. In De Claris Mulieribus, Boccaccio provided a biography of Marcia, an ancient woman artist who composed her
self-portrait by looking in the mirror, and the episode was illustrated in
fourteenth- and fifteenth-century manuscripts of that text. Although a
mirror does not appear in the portrait itself, sixteenth-century Italian
painter Sofonisba Anguissola (like Dürer), inscribed the small portrait of
her holding an anagram of her father’s name (Boston, Museum of Fine
Arts) with the claim that it had been “painted from a mirror with her own
hand.”55 Another sixteenth-century Italian woman painter, Lavinia Fontana, produced a self-portrait with a mirror.56 Perhaps the most famous
early modern self-portrait involving the looking glass is that by the young
Parmigianino (Vienna: Kunsthistorisches Museum), made to resemble a
convex mirror; this work, however, is not a study, but a theorized tour-deforce intended to impress.57
But while there is a tradition of the self-portrait using the device of the
mirror, there is an important difference between those portraits and the
50Joseph Leo Koerner, The Moment of Self-Portraiture in German Renaissance Art
(Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1993), passim, discusses these
drawings in detail.
51Koerner, Moment, 47.
52Koerner, Moment, 156–57, where he notes Dürer’s making his own hand exemplary
of his ideal in these proportion studies.
53Both of whom worked, presumably, in the Caravaggesque alla prima mode of painting directly on the canvas. Artemisia, however, was a member of the Florentine Accademia
del Disegno, an institution premised on the fundamental quality of Disegno so that it is hard
to believe that she didn’t draw. I want to thank Peter Lukehart for his insights on seventeenth-century artistic practice.
54Joanna Woods-Marsden, Renaissance Self-Portraiture: The Visual Construction of
Identity and the Social Status of the Artist (New Haven and London: Yale University Press,
1998), 195, and Mary D. Garrard, Female Hero, 64. This too is a topos. Koerner, Moment,
156, discusses Dürer’s hand as the creator of beauty.
55Woods-Marsden, Self-Portraiture, 203, SOPHONISBA ANGUISSOLA VIR[GO] IPSIUS
MANU EX [S]PECULO DEPICTAM CREMONAE.
56The tradition continues to the twentieth century, the most famous such example
being that of Norman Rockwell.
57Woods-Marsden, Self-Portraiture, 133–37.
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way in which Delhomme and Merlet present Artemisia’s examination and
drawing of herself in the film. Their portrayal presents us with a seminude
Artemisia looking at herself in order to sketch. The drawings of hers that
we are shown resulting from this study are not complete portraits, but
studies of parts of her anatomy.58 Here too their work fits right into Mulvey’s gendered categorizations in that her body is presented in parts, both
in the film itself and in the resulting sketches.
There is, in fact, one example of an early modern nude self-portrait,
Dürer’s of 1503 (Weimar: Staatliche Kunstsammlung).59 Joseph Koerner
has noted how the artist represents himself in three-quarter length, with
his locks pulled back in a hairnet, and shifts attention away from the usual
focus of self-portraiture—his face and hands—to what he calls “his naked
and exposed private body.”60 In these images, significantly, Dürer faces the
viewer, and, even when nude, retains some authority—because he stands.
Our glimpse into the filmic Artemisia’s self-study, however, shows her
unaware of our presence, as she intently poses, for herself and the viewer.
Not only is the experience of viewing her at work not similar to selfportraits; it also does not conform to contemporary depictions of the artist’s studio, where clothed apprentices sit in chairs around a table sketching after casts. Now of course part of Merlet’s staging underscores the fact
that Artemisia, by virtue of her gender, was excluded from such places of
organized study. But recall that, in fact, she learned her art in her father’s
studio. In the film, however, her gratuitous secret study provides views of
her entire body, or its parts, on her bed, bathed in candlelight—and thus
recalls another painting tradition, that of women simply looking at themselves. Some of these include a mirror, in subjects like “Venus at her Toilette” (the mirror also serves as an attribute of Venus), so Artemisia’s
staging reminds the knowledgeable viewer of depictions of nude or seminude women contemplating themselves in the mirror, like those by Bellini
(Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum), Titian (Paris, Louvre or Washington, National Gallery), Rubens (Vaduz: Prince of Liechtenstein), Annibale
Carracci (Washington, National Galler y), or Velázquez (London:
National Gallery).61 Therefore, when confronted with an image of a
woman looking into a mirror the viewer, prepared by the image tradition,
58One of these sketches omits her head but depicts her shoulder with drapery pulled
away from her breast. It resembles details from certain Venetian allegorical portraits of
women.
59Illustrated in Koerner, Moment, fig. 120. Women would do nude self-portraits only
in the twentieth century. See Borzello, Seeing Ourselves, 139ff.
60Koerner, Moment, 239, notes further that this drawing displays “the body with a
frankness that is without antecedent or successor within the western tradition until this century.”
61See, for example, Rona Goffen, “Bellini’s Nude with Mirror,” Venezia Cinquecento:
Studi di storia dell’arte e della cultura 1(1991): 185–99.

108

Sheila ffolliott

sees her activity not as that of an artist, but rather as someone concerned
for her looks and preparing to receive a male visitor. In others of these
images allegory often kicks in, the woman’s mirror gazing alluding to the
vice of vanity.62
As the camera glances over Artemisia’s body, it does not always show
the mirror. Thus this scene engages at the same time yet another subject,
one which features a nude female without a mirror, but looking at her own
body bathed in candlelight, e.g. Caravaggesque works on the nocturnal
“Flea Hunt” theme.63 In fact, John F. Moffitt’s description of Gerard
Honthorst’s Merry Flea Hunt (Basel, Kunstmuseum) and of Georges de la
Tour’s La Femme à la Puce/The Flea Catcher (Nancy, Musée Historique
Lorrain) could, in fact, just as aptly apply to the Artemisia-drawing-herself
scene in the Merlet film: “we voyeur-like, eavesdrop upon the boudoir of
a voluptuous, solitary maiden seated upon a rumpled bed and barely clad
in a clinging peignoir … in which (Honthorst) a woman pulls back the
bedclothes or (Georges de la Tour) sits by the light of the candle to inspect
herself.”64 This subject has, in fact, been related to classical and French
erotic poetry on the topic of the nocturnal flea, which has unimpeded
access to the female body. Moffitt concludes his article on the literary
meaning of the “amorous flea” by relating the artist’s task to that of the
flea: “the painter takes on the role of the … flea. The color-daubed tip of
the painter’s brush becomes the microcosmic amorous adventurer, scaling
the breathtaking scenes of the swelling hills and dales of his recumbent
mistress’s roseate body.”65 In neither of these prototypes is the woman’s
self-scrutiny connected with her own artistic endeavor, but rather with her
being looked at by others. Because of the representational tradition, the
combination of her being nude, in bed, using a mirror, and lit by a candle,
robs Artemisia finally of whatever artistic authority she might possess.
62Woods-Marsden, Self-Portraiture, 33, citing B. Goldberg, The Mirror and Man
(Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1985). There are other categories of pictures
featuring women looking at mirrors, e.g. Paulus Moreelse, Allegory of Vanity (Cambridge:
Fitzwilliam Museum) and images of Mary Magdalene, such as several versions by Georges de
La Tour, e.g. (Washington: National Gallery of Art). Melancholy, an important feature of the
artistic temperament generally denied to women, requires an introspective female figure for
its iconography. See Fredrika Jacobs, “Melancholia: A Case Study,” in Renaissance Virtuosa,
64–84, and Juliana Schiesari, The Gendering of Melancholy: Feminism, Psychoanalysis, and the
Symbolics of Loss in Renaissance Literature (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press,
1992).
63Other works on this theme include The Candlelight Master, Girl Catching Fleas, ca.
1630 (Rome: Galleria Doria Pamphili), and Paulus Bor, Young Woman Searching for Fleas
(The Hague: Museum Bredius).
64John F. Moffitt, “La Femme à la Puce: The Textual Background of Seventeenth-Century Painted “Flea Hunts,” Gazette des Beaux-Arts, ser 6, 110 (1987): 99; Barry Wind,
“Close Encounters of the Baroque Kind: Amatory Paintings by Terbrugghen, Baburen, and
La Tour,” Studies in Iconography 4 (1978): 115–24.
65John F. Moffitt, “La Femme à la Puce,” 102.
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Later in the film Artemisia has begun lessons with Tassi. He introduces his young pupil to an optical device—a grid of strings suspended
horizontally and vertically in a frame—used to translate what is viewed to
what is depicted. This grid recurs at several subsequent moments in the
film. The device, a lattice of strings called a velo/a, is mentioned by Alberti
and Leonardo da Vinci.66 While a mimetic imperative drove the practice
of art in the early modern era, theories about how it might be achieved
varied. In the fifteenth century, stemming from an attempt to be more scientific about their practice, artists sought to give their art a rational (ergo
mathematical) basis. Tools were devised to facilitate artistic practice that
regarded the painted surface/picture plane as a window to be looked
through to see the world that artists created. A gridded frame permitted
them to replicate more precisely what they saw in each square through
transcription to similar squares drawn on the surface upon which they
worked.
A well-known sixteenth-century woodcut illustration by Dürer (made
for his how-to book on the mathematical practice of art) shows a male
artist looking through such a grid at a seminude female model reclining
before him (fig. 3). The text accompanying this illustration describes the

Figure 3. Albrecht Dürer, Draughtsman Drawing a Nude, 1538. By permission of
the Folger Shakespeare Library.

practice, and includes the following: “Then place the object [in this case,
of course, a female model] to be drawn a good distance away. Move it or
bend it as you like … so as to please you.”67 If you try to put yourself into
the position of the artist, you can imagine the view of the female model
that you would have, as several art historians have noted, and as will be
treated below.
66Thanks to Clare Farago for clarifications on these points. Alberti described a similar
concept, the velo, comprised of a more subtle textile. See Martin Kemp, The Science of Art:
Optical Themes in Western Art from Brunelleschi to Seurat (New Haven and London: Yale
University Press, 1990), 171, and Mary Pardo, “Veiling the Venus of Urbino,” in Titian’s The
Venus of Urbino, ed. Rona Goffen (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 108–28.
67Albrecht Dürer, The Painter’s Manual: A Manual of Measurement of Lines, Areas,
and Solids by Means of Compass and Ruler (1538), trans. Walter L. Strauss (New York: Abaris
Books, Inc., 1977).

110

Sheila ffolliott

In the film, Tassi instructs Artemisia in the use of various optical
instruments.68 Then they go outdoors and, she, used to working indoors
and close to her subject matter, claims she cannot see anything worthy of
painting, while Tassi tells her that the “world is vast” and proceeds to try
to teach her, we could say, to adopt a male gaze (the ability to identify with
figures positioned outdoors in landscape and in action).69 The grid is set
up to frame a view of ocean and sky. At first we see both teacher and pupil
on the land side (where the artist would normally stand), but then Tassi
tells Artemisia to close her eyes, and he describes what she’ll see when she
opens them (“the sea pushes at the horizon…”). At the conclusion of his
narration, he has moved to the other side of the frame. We see her through
the grid as she opens her eyes and “sees,” or at least articulates what he’s
told her to see. His description becomes her vision. And he has assumed
the position of the artist and she the model.
I was reminded here of the narrative created by the installation of the
National Gallery of Art’s first ever one-woman exhibition in its fifty-year
history; that, in 1987, devoted to nineteenth-century French painter
Berthe Morisot. The first painting confronting the viewer entering the
exhibition was Manet’s Le Repos: Portrait of Berthe Morisot (Providence:
Museum of Art, Rhode Island School of Design), not a work by the artist
herself. The initial impression, then, was that of another—more canonical—artist’s representation of the woman artist as model. Only after taking
this in did one turn to examine Morisot’s own works. Having been duly
“framed” by a superior masculine artist—Morisot’s own production was,
even if unwittingly, prejudiced by a museum so committed to the canon
that it could not see her otherwise.70
To return to Merlet’s film, the gridded frame recurs at two other points
in the film. First, during the rape trial, when Artemisia visits Tassi in jail. She
inquires if his cell has a window and, if so, what he sees from it. He begins
to describe the landscape (“two hills…”), using the sort of artistic-poetic
language he had employed earlier, and she closes her eyes. The camera then
moves to the view from the cell window, which is seen through a grid of
iron bars. The artificial gridded frame appearing in Dürer’s “how-to” book
has its window-based equivalent in a contemporary treatise on the practice

68These conform to artistic practice as described by scholars like Martin Kemp, The Science of Art, and, lately, by artist David Hockney, as related by Lawrence Wechsler, “The
Looking Glass,” The New Yorker (31 January 2000): 65–75.
69Olin, “Gaze,” 211.
70Shortly after the Morisot exhibition the National Gallery held a one-person exhibition of Georgia O’Keefe. Apparently there were discussions about mounting a simultaneous
and “complementary” exhibition of Alfred Stieglitz’s portrait photographs of O’Keefe, many
of which depicted the artist/model in the nude.
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of perspective by Johann II von Pfälz-Simmeren.71 It contains an illustration of a young draftsman transcribing the landscape he sees through a
reticulated window onto a gridded surface.72 However, in the film the gridded window serves to intensify the mythmaking rather than to illustrate
artistic practice, for it replays a prototype from the life of the ur-Romantic
artist Vincent van Gogh, whose expressionistic vision, The Starry Night
(New York: The Museum of Modern Art), was painted from the barred
window of his cell in the mental hospital at St. Rémy.
The gridded frame makes a final appearance at the end of the film.
Artemisia breaks into Tassi’s studio and takes it outdoors. She sets up the
frame facing the sea, as Tassi had originally done. We are behind her, looking with her through the grid as she makes adjustments and ponders her
potential subject matter. But then the camera switches position and we view
her, like a model rather than an artist, through the squares of the frame.
While on the “model” side, she bends over to reposition it and, as she does
so, the camera catches a privileged perspective view of her cleavage (fig. 4).
Then we return to a position behind her as she recites Tassi’s description of
his view from his jail cell (“two hills…”) while we view the ocean.)

Figure 4. Valentina Cervi in Agnès Merlet’s Artemisia. Photo:
Umberto Montiroli. Miramax-Zöe.

71Johann II von Pfalz-Simmeren, Eyn schön nützlich Büchlein under Underweisung der
Kunst des Messens, mit dem Zirckel, Richtscheidt, oder Linial … Simmern, 1531. Facsimile
edition, ed. Trude Aldrian. Instrumentaria artium, 4 (Graz: Akademische Druck-und Verlagsanstalt, 1970).
72James Elkins, The Poetics of Perspective (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press,
1994), 51.
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Although we see her initially using the device to size up the world to
produce an image, our view with her is quickly transformed to a view of her
through the squares. Artemisia almost assumes the position of the female
model in Dürer’s famous woodcut. She is thereby returned to the more
conventional location for a female as model in the picture seen/made by
someone else rather than the originator of the image. Moreover, although
Artemisia stands, unlike Dürer’s recumbent model seen through the grid,
nevertheless the cinematographer’s gaze is directed right at her chemise-less
cleavage as Dürer’s artist’s gaze had been directed at his model’s sex. The
final impression of Merlet’s film is not of Artemisia as the “looker” but
rather as the “lookee.” Once again, her being on view—her body constantly
scrutinized—undermines her being taken seriously as the image-maker.73
Dürer’s woodcut image of the female model under the methodical
scrutiny of the new Renaissance artist has been employed frequently to
serve as an uncomplicated illustration of scientifically based artistic practice in art history books, and it has even served as the cover for Joshua
Taylor’s influential primer Learning to Look, an introduction to visual analysis, first published in 1957 (fig. 5). That book was intended, as its author

Figure 5. Cover design for Joshua C. Taylor, Learning to Look: A
Handbook for the Visual Arts. By permission of the University of
Chicago Press.
73It may be tangential, but I cannot resist articulating an additional parallel. In this
sequence we see Artemisia through the grid in a close-up in which she positions her hands to
further define her frame of vision. This recalls Merlet’s own position (fig. 1) in the publicity
still. While Artemisia frames her view accompanied by Tassi’s voice-over description, Merlet
frames her view accompanied by Delhomme looking out from behind his camera.
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states, to teach a basic appreciation of art. Employing that image for the
cover, it also teaches about gender roles in artistic practice.
It was only in the 1970s that the Dürer began to be deconstructed
and, just as it appeared uncomplicatedly before, it now appears as frequently to illustrate points about gender, power, and representation.74
One example is the observation made by H. Diane Russell (1990) that
“The reclining figure is a half-nude female who has her eyes closed. She is
an object on a table, just as are a lute and a vase that are shown in two
other perspective woodcuts in the treatise.”75 In his analysis of this image
Joseph Koerner (1993) made the following observation: “Dürer has articulated the various zones of representation—artist, model, image, and
viewer—classifying them through a system of antitheses: female and male,
supine and upright, naked and clothed, rounded and square.”76 In this
system you cannot be artist and model at the same time. Referring to
Dürer’s self-portraits, mentioned earlier, however, Koerner argued that his
“self-portrait studies highlight the tension between looking and representing and unite maker and model.”77 But, because of gender ideologies and
the representational tradition, this cannot be true for the filmed Artemisia:
she must oscillate between the two positions. Artemisia may have power to
attract looks, but in so doing she loses artistic authority. She remains an
object rather than a subject or a maker of meaning.78 Hence the title of
this essay, for, I argue, Merlet’s film does not show Artemisia learning to
look so much as learning to be looked at.

74Some examples: John Berger, Ways of Seeing (London and Harmondsworth: BBC
and Penguin Books, 1972); Lynda Nead, The Female Nude: Art, Obscenity, and Sexuality
(London and New York: Routledge, 1992); and others as cited below.
75H. Diane Russell, Eva/Ave: Woman in Renaissance and Baroque Prints (Washington:
National Gallery of Art, and New York: The Feminist Press at The City University of New
York, 1990), 23. She contrasts this image with one of a male artist similarly employing instruments to make a portrait of a man, “In the portrait illustration, by contrast, the subject is a
man. He is fully dressed and sits upright in a chair, a posture that bespeaks inherent dignity.
He, moreover, looks directly and alertly back at the artist.”
76Koerner, Moment, 446.
77Koerner, Moment, 239, characterized the self-portrait in Erlangen, ca. 1491, as “an
anatomy of the tensions that attend the double activity of looking and representing….” See
also, in this context, Woods-Marsden, Self-Portraiture, 37.
78Borzello, Seeing Ourselves, 43, interprets Sofonisba Anguissola’s Self-Portrait as a
Portrait being created by Bernardo Campi, an image she painted in which we see her as the
subject of a portrait being painted by her teacher, as “defining the conflict inherent in the
unnaturalness of being a female artist in the sixteenth century … making herself as pretty as
a picture—the object of the gaze and not the maker of the object.” See also, in this regard,
the comments of Woods-Marsden, Self-Portraiture, 208–9. To return to the film, however,
Sheila Farr, in a review in Film Comment “Lusty for Life,” summed it up thus: “Basically all
Artemisia provides the film is a blank canvas on which to paint a melodramatic romance”
[http://www.fil.com’reviews/index.jhtml/review_url=film=review/1998/10493/732/
default-review.html].

